What is being done today? Giant tortoises, especially those in Galápagos, are the subject of ongoing studies at several levels. The ecology, natural history, and taxonomy of these creatures is still poorly understood despite their fame and 150 years of study. Recently DNA-based genetic studies have revealed many aspects of the history and biology of Galápagos tortoises. The most recent continental ancestor has been identified and the genetic distinctness of the various taxa has been confirmed; in fact, DNA analysis recently revealed a new taxon previously unrecognized based on morphology. The history of colonization from older islands to younger islands is also apparent from DNA studies. Tortoise populations on at least three islands have become extinct in historical time due to human activities. Specimens of these extinct taxa exist in several museums and also are being subjected to DNA analysis.
Do giant tortoises have a future?
In addition to being spectacular animals in their own right, the tortoises in Galápagos were an inspiration for the development of one of the greatest intellectual advances in human history, Darwin's theory of natural selection. Thus they deserve special status and care. As already noted, some populations have been driven to extinction by humans, and the remaining populations are in various stages of peril due to human activities. In addition to introducing several invasive species to the islands, the whalers and buccaneers also took at least 40,000 and perhaps as many as 200,000 for food aboard ships; these tortoises can live for six months or more without food or water and were a good source of fresh meat before refrigeration. (This ability to survive long periods without sustenance was probably also crucial for surviving the 1000 km trip from the mainland to the islands.) Today only about 6-7,000 Galápagos tortoises remain in the wild. The Ecuadorian government has been highly supportive of near heroic efforts by members of the Galápagos National Park in collaboration with the Charles Darwin Research Station to maintain healthy populations of giant tortoises, including captive breeding programs that have been remarkably successful. Nevertheless, continuing pressures from feral animals, the burgeoning human population, and limited financial resources are cause for concern as to how long these magnificent creature will survive in their natural state.
Where can I find out more?
